FEET OF CLAY

In a few minutes the hounds had emptied, torn apart and devoured
the huge mass of entrails, and the great stag was as hollow as an old
stranded frigate.

The last torch went out in the young kennelman's hand.

The following morning, before leaving Montprely, where he was
the guest of Commandant Gilon, Gabriel De Voos received from Laver-
dure, who arrived in his ordinary working clothes., the right slot of the
stag with the fresh soft skin braided into a thong. A card, engraved
with the name of the Baronne Frangois Schoudler, accompanied it,
with a few words written in a thin rapid hand:

"From my uncle. You've well deserved it! Gome back and hunt
whenever you like."

The two parts of the lock on the gate no longer met; a chain hung
down with a big padlock which was used to close it at night. The yard
was littered with old barrow-wheels, garden-tools, and agricultural im-
plements which were no longer in use. The stable was empty. A little
trickle of liquid manure still ran from the cowshed where there was
still one cow. Behind an old wire fence chickens paddled foot-deep
among their own droppings.

Simon Lachaume had not returned to Mureaux for his father's death.
His last visit had been more than ten years ago, and had then
been for only a few hours, during the course of one of his leaves towards
the end of the war.

In front of the house in which he had been born, and which aroused
in him none but wretched, despicable memories, he was suddenly seized
with a sort of fugitive nostalgia, at once ridiculous and inexplicable.

Everything was worn, rusted, rotted by age and rain. The shutters
had come loose from their hinges, the plaster on the walls was falling
away in great flakes, revealing the powdered mortar; the roofs were
decrepit and Simon walked forward over fallen tiles which cracked
beneath his feet like sugar.

Old Mother Lachaume was working in the garden, bent towards the
earth. Simon at first saw only the old woman's huge black behind.
"Mother!" he called.

She turned her head, came slowly and painfully erect, and watched
her son come towards her between two lines of dead espalier apple-trees.
"Oh, it's you/' she said, showing no other sign of surprise. "If you
had not said 'Mother* I don't think I should have recognized you.
You've not got much hair left now, and you're fatter and dressed like
a proper gentleman."

Simon automatically passed his hand over his bald head on which
there remained only a short chestnut tuft in the centre.
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